Book Reviews 37 of Fischer-Hoch's first-hand descriptions of the pathogenic virology laboratories in Britain and in China, the experiences she accounts were also witnessed by McCormick, and it seems as though the addition of the chapters authored by Fischer-Hoch was an afterthought. But the back-and-forth alternation of these two voices gives the work a conversational feeling, and although somewhat disorganized, is an interesting and engaging style.
This new book comes to us from Frank Ryan, a British gastroenterologist and author of The Forgotten Plague: How the Battle Against Tuberculosis was Won-and Lost. The headline of Ryan's title, Virus X, is his name for the agent presumed to be the "extinction strain" that ostensibly threatens the continued existence of the human species. The implications and possibilities of such a virus are discussed in the last chapters of his book where Ryan also introduces his own ideas regarding the origins of and the reasons for emerging viruses. For the most part, however, Virus X is a review of several emerging viral epidemics, most notably the Sin nombre hantavirus, the Ebola viruses and HIV.
Ryan frames his book between two world perspectives of infectious disease: one of the 1970s and the other of the present. He begins by describing the overconfident outlook of the 1960s and 1970s when epidemics were brought under control and many even foresaw the eradication of infectious diseases such as smallpox. By the end of Virus X, however, Ryan has made clear why "Just twenty-five years after the Surgeon General had testified to the U.S. Congress that it was time to close the book on infectious diseases, alarm bells were ringing clangorously to the contrary." Through his descriptions of the sudden appearance of AIDS, hantavirus, Ebola, Marburg, and even the "mad cow" and "flesh-eating" diseases, Ryan impresses the reader with the seriousness and the inevitable permanence of disease emergence. He is also quick to remind us that even old plagues thought to be defeated, such as tuberculosis, cholera and malaria, are making a comeback.
In his preface to Virus X, Ryan clarifies his reason for contributing another book to the growing shelf of volumes on the popular subject of emerging viruses: "I believe that I have something new to say." His book is organized in two parts. Part I, "The Emerging Menace," occupies the bulk of his book and is a review of recent viral epidemics that, by and large, have already been well-covered by several other books of this type. Like a tourbook for a medical museum, Medical Curiousities traces the histories of a "cabinet-full" of oddities. Each chapter is devoted to a topic of medical fascination such as spontaneous combustion, giants and tailed people. Bondeson analyzes the interplay between science, society and religion, showing how each one can bolster (and discredit just as quickly) any of these medical notions. For example, in Europe, maternal impression-the theory that outside events effecting the mother could alter the physical appearance of an unborn child-was still held time well into the nineteenth century. In fact, it was also used by adulterous wives in marital court to explain the features of the illegitimate
